
Key “Meanings” 
 

The following lists of Key “meanings” come from several sources. They are in no 

means comprehensive and are certainly not definitive of each key listed. They are 

simply a few published options of what some scholars and musicologist have come 

to believe over time. You may or may not agree with all of them. Please be advised 

to use these “definitions” with caution.  

 

 Pages 2 – 3: A list by 18
th
 C. German poet, Christian Schubart. It appeared 

in his work, Ideen zu einer Aesthetik der Tonkunst (1806). Translated by 

Rita Steblin in A History of Key Characteristics in the 18th and Early 19th 

Centuries. UMI Research Press (1983). 

 

 Page 4: Key or mode descriptions from Charpentier's Regles de 

Composition ca. 1682  

 

 Page 5: from the English translation of Helmholtz's Tonempfindungen (a 

book on the physics of music theory). 

 

 

 

 

Also check out this good resource! - 

http://www.biteyourownelbow.com/keychar.htm 

There are a few more “definitions” and ideas at this website.  

 

http://www.biteyourownelbow.com/keychar.htm






Key or mode descriptions from 

Charpentier's Regles de Composition ca. 1682  
                                            

 

     C major:

 C minor: 

D major: 

D minor: 

Eb major: 

E major: 

E minor: 

F major: 

F minor: 

G major: 

G minor: 

A major: 

A minor: 

B major: 

B minor: 

Bb major: 

Bb minor: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

gay and warlike 

obscure and sad 

joyous and very warlike 

serious and pious 

cruel and hard 

quarrelsome and boisterous 

effeminate, amorous, plaintive 

furious and quick-tempered subjects 

obscure and plaintive 

serious and magnificent 

serious and magnificent 

joyful and pastoral 

tender and plaintive 

harsh and plaintive 

solitary and melancholic 

magnificent and joyful 

obscure and terrible 

 

 

 

 

 



Key or mode descriptions from the English 

translation of Helmholtz's Tonempfindungen (a 
book on the physics of music theory). 

                                            

 

C major: Pure, certain, decisive; expressive of innocence, powerful resolve, manly 

earnestness and deep religious feeling 

 

Db major: Fullness of tone, sonority and euphony 
 

E major: Joy, magnificence, splendour; brightest and most powerful key 
 

E minor: Grief, mournfulness, restlessness 
 

F major: Peace, joy, light, passing regret, religious sentiment 
 

F minor: Harrowing, melancholy 
 

F# major: Brilliant, very clear 
 

Gb major: Softness, richness 
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